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 In surveying the development of ecolinguistics from its origins in the early 1970s, Fill 
(1998) identified two distinct strands. The first of these, most closely associated with the 
1970s work of US linguist Einar Haugen, takes ecology and the relationship between life 
forms within the biosphere as a metaphor for the relationships between languages and 
their speakers. 
 The second, most closely associated with Michael Halliday, takes ecology in its biologi-
cal, rather than metaphorical sense, and then seeks instead to explore the relationships 
between features of language and environmental and economic philosophies and 
practices.
 In this paper, I intend to interweave these strands, and suggest that they are both 
interrelated and interdependent, and that both have important consequences for develop-
ing an understanding of the simultaneous collapse of linguistic and biological diversity 
and the urgent steps required to reverse this process.
2. Linguistic and Ecolinguistic Metaphor
 Studies associated with cognitive linguistics have suggested that far from being exclu-
sively or even primarily a poetic device, metaphor is, in fact, central to the way in which 
we make sense of our environment through language.2
 In everyday discourse surrounding the nature of language this is evident in such 
conventional metaphorical projections such as those which render language as a tool, a 
gift or a possession.
 Academic discourse is similarly grounded in metaphorical projections of language. 
This is evident for instance in the mind as machine metaphors discussed in an earlier 
paper on information processing approaches to language acquisition (Simpson, 2006).
 What such processes have so far tended to neglect is what Raymond Williams (1977, p. 
32) called ‘the active practice of language’: in other words the living interactive creation, 
recreation and negotiation of meaning.
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 Consciously or otherwise Haugen’s concept of an ecology of language emerged in the 
early 1970s as an alternative metaphor for doing linguistics. Haugen instead suggested 
that the relationships between languages and their users could be understood more 
effectively, or at least alternatively in terms of relationships between plants and animals 
in the living world.
 Alternative metaphors are neither incidental nor interchangeable, and which meta-
phor comes to dominate is important for a number of reasons. If language is perceived 
as being wired into the brain, and the mind is perceived as a machine, research tends to 
focus on the study of the individual speaker and neural pathways rather than the com-
munity of language users and their social interaction. In this context, one advantage of 
Haugen’s alternative approach was to provide a metaphorical framework for reclaiming a 
central place for sociolinguistic research, in other words for studying language in a social 
context rather than a laboratory.
 Another important consequence of the alternative metaphor, which only emerged 
later, was the creation of a discourse which equated language loss with the loss of bio-
diversity as a result of the extinction of plant and animal species. Rather than existing 
simply in the realm of metaphor, however, I would like to suggest that the disappearance 
of linguistic and biological diversity are mutually reinforcing, and that the recent history 
of Okinawa illustrates this.
3. Language Loss, Assimilation and the Unfolding Environmental Crisis in Okinawa 
 The phenomenon of language loss, which according to some estimates3 has resulted 
in the disappearance of one of the world’s estimated 6,000 languages every two weeks - 
can be traced back to the internal colonialism of state formation and the later external 
colonialism associated with empire building. National language policies in education 
developed in the late nineteenth century have, of course, been particularly adept at 
achieving this.
 In Okinawa, after the incorporation of the Ryukyu Kingdom into the Japanese nation 
state in 1879, and this took the form of replacing informal community based vernacular 
schools with a centralized system aimed at creating loyal subjects of the nation state 
and promoting a standard language. It should be added that this was far from unique to 
Japan, as similar policies were simultaneously adopted in European countries and their 
colonies. In Wales, for instance, students were forced to wear a token called the Welsh 
Not,4 just as in Okinawa the hōgen fuda was used for similar purposes of eradicating 
minority languages by punishing their speakers.
 It is sad to reflect that while the increasingly devolved political structures of the 
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United Kingdom, in particular as they influence language policies in education, have al-
lowed Welsh to survive and even thrive, the future of Okinawan languages seems far less 
certain, for as the UNESCO Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger (Moseley, 2012) 
indicates, each variety is somewhere between stage seven and the final stage, eight, on 
Fishman’s typology, the author’s self-styled “Richter Scale” of endangerment (Fishman 
1991).5
 In my view, the ongoing success of this project in Okinawa needs to be lamented for 
a number of reasons. Languages and language varieties such as Welsh and Uchinaguchi 
are important means of communicating and preserving local knowledge about and 
respect for local customs and ecosystems through the accumulated knowledge of genera-
tions about how to survive on what can be obtained from the local environment without 
destroying it. In other words, it was these languages that enabled their speakers to live 
within rather than beyond their environmental means. In doing so they also developed 
a view of the local environment and of surrounding nature as an ancestral home rather 
than a resource to be exploited. 
 As a result, as well as estranging people from their linguistic heritage, language shift 
on the scale experienced in Okinawa has also created and reflected enormous ecological 
and economic changes which have had a serious impact on the wellbeing of the islands’ 
ecosystems.
 One feature of this change has been the introduction of an externally conceived rheto-
ric centred around the notion of economic development. In this respect, it is also worth 
noting that the first two edicts requiring Okinawans to use Japanese in 1879 related to 
education and industrial development. What this new form of development replaced was 
an earlier value system based on a reverence for nature associated with earlier belief 
systems.
4. Ecolinguistics’ Second Strand
 This view of language ecology already begins to overlap closely with a second distinc-
tive strand of ecolinguistics initially most closely associated with Michael Halliday, which 
explores how linguistic assumptions and conventions can have more or less detrimental 
consequences on local and planetary attempts to limit environmental damage. (Halliday, 
1990). Drawing on this, much subsequent research has been directed towards analyz-
ing the relationships between features of language and environmental and economic 
practices.
 Halliday’s starting point was a view of language as what he called in his well-known 
address to the 1990 World Congress on Applied Linguistics (AILA), “a theory of human 
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experience.” He went on to trace patterns of language change associated with changing 
forms of economic organization, from hunter-gatherer communities, to settled agricul-
tural societies to forms of industrial capitalism.
 Referring to patterns of language shift associated with the transformation of the 
organization of societies, Halliday linked these to related trends in societies from Japan 
to western Europe towards greater abstraction and objectification. In particular, Halliday 
suggested a tendency towards the increasing use of nouns and noun phrases – reflecting 
an increasing view of the world as consisting of things.
 At the same time, Halliday suggested a related process of abstraction, through which 
actions and processes were increasingly conceptualized as things. Terms such as develop-
ment and economic growth are typical of this increasing abstraction and nominalization.
 As a result, natural phenomena such as forests – once perceived as living entities 
inhabited by spirits become – to approximate the jargon - an underutilized resource 
which to be exploited to maximise its economic potential. Halliday describes the thinking 
behind this through the term Growthism – the economic ideology which considers all 
other social and environmental considerations as subordinate to the need for economic 
growth and development.  
 This can also be linked to two other related idealized cognitive models based on the 
notion that more is up, less is down and up is good, bad is down.6
5. Relevance to Okinawa
 In this context the case of Okinawa is instructive as, over the past century and a 
half, the effects of this kind of development ideology have become increasingly clear, and 
Okinawa’s main island in particular provides some stark examples.
 In the preamble to his detailed report of the on Okinawan mid-eighteenth century 
Okinawan agriculture, D.S. Green, a surgeon attached to U.S. Commodore Perry’s 
expedition to Okinawa in 1853 described the island’s streams as “beautifully clear and 
pellucid,” and marvelled, along with fellow expeditionary J. Morrow at the sophistication 
of the irrigation systems used on the island. Morrow also described Okinawan villages as 
the most beautiful he had ever seen, and went on to detail a complex water management 
system which Green considered as stemming from the fact that, as he put it:
Two objects seem to influence the islanders in all their operations, viz: the retention of 
water or moisture and the avoidance of surface washing. (Green, 1856, p26)
In other words water conservation and the prevention of soil run-off.
 As Green knew, the complex water filtration system he witnessed had been created 
by what he described as ‘the labor of ages’ and was responsible for creating what he 
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described as the ‘clear and pellucid’ streams flowing into the seas surrounding the 
islands.
 As a result, Bayard Taylor, a poet and travel writer accompanying the party could 
observe of the coral reef at Naha, 
Of all the wonders of the sea which have furnished food for poetry and fable this was 
assuredly the most beautiful.” (Cited in Hawks, p. 154)
In terms of environmental management the water systems Green, Bayard and his fellow 
travelers encountered on their expedition could be described as genuinely ‘sustainable’ 
insofar as local communities were reliant on local water resources.
 In the intervening period a new discourse has prevailed with ruinous consequences 
for Okinawa’s environment. The main purpose of Perry’s expedition was self-consciously 
one of opening up the closed economy of the Tokugawa Shogunate, which, as Diamond 
argues in Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, it was precisely this relative 
isolation that had allowed the Japan to develop virtual complete self-sufficiency in basic 
foodstuffs, timber and even most metals (Diamond, 2005, p. 296). 
 The notion of opening was already associated with ideas about development in the 
context of Tokugawa forest management practices as early as the 16th century, and, to 
borrow Halliday’s phrase, the Japanese term kaihatsu (開発 )– literally start opening 
– was already linked to “a theory of human existence.” But, as Diamond’s account il-
lustrates, this opening up of the forest was for the purpose of creating self-sufficiency in 
timber and other agricultural products.
It was not until the Meiji era that the term became incorporated into an institutional 
discourse indistinguishable in translation from western discourses of development.   
 Both have also resulted from and been accompanied by a powerful rhetoric of eco-
nomic development and the promotion of national and international uniformity, from the 
introdution of industrial forms of agriculture dependent on chemical inputs and fossil 
fuels to the increasingly indistinguishable urban landscapes punctuated with an almost 
identical array of fast food chains, gas stations and convenience stores.
 In this way, Perry’s arrival therefore marked the beginning of the slow destruction of 
the breathtaking natural scenary and sustainable agricultural practices he encountered, 
and given the sequence of events since 1853, it is perhaps no surprise that his mode of 
transport was the warship.
6. Conclusion
 Confronting the current crisis, both in Okinawa and beyond, involves first and fore-
most a recognition of the inadequacy of the dominant rhetoric regarding the relationship 
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between economic growth and the environment. 
 This involves a new way of thinking about this relationship which recognises that all 
economic activity occurs within and is dependent upon the biosphere.
 This must also involve a recognition of the importance of the “labor of ages” and the 
importance of raising the profile of disappearing languages in order to rediscover less 
destructive theories of human existence than those which currently threaten the local 
and global environment.
 In the case of Okinawa, what has passed for development in the 160 years since 
Perry’s visit has resulted in a loss of self-reliance and dual relationship with the US and 
Japan based on domination and dependence.
 While a return to an idyllic past, past, even if it existed, is no longer conceivable, the 
consequences of failure to reverse the self-destructive practices outlined above threaten a 
living nightmare of war brought about by conflict over ever dwindling resources.
Notes
1.	For the purpose of this paper the term language change is used in its established sense 
as a super-ordinate which encompasses shift, decay, and forms of creolisation (Aitchison 
1991). All of these processes have been observed and predicted in the Okinawan 
context from as early as Basil Hall Chamberlain’s Essay in Aid of a grammar and 
dictionary of the Luchuan language, in which the author remarked, “In process of time, 
with Japanese taught in every school, and with steam communication to bridge the 
gulf between two archipelagos once so widely sundered, the native speech will doubt-
less retire into the background, and at length become extinct.”     
2.	See, for example, Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Johnson (1987), Lakoff (1987). 
3.	This is based on David Crystal’s admittedly questionable 1999 assertion that, 
“According to best estimates, there are now about 6,000 languages in the world. Of 
these, about half are going to die out during the next century. This means that, on 
average, there is a language dying out somewhere in the world every two weeks or 
so.” (Crystal, 1999). While not of central relevance to this paper, Crystal’s flawed 
logic is worthy of comment, as his prediction is in fact a presupposition, and, as he ac-
knowledged a year later in Language Death, (Crystal, 2000), the 6,000 figure is highly 
disputable as a result of problems surrounding the enumeration of languages and the 
dubious purposes of that endeavour. In a future paper I aim to explore the frailties 
of Crystal’s assumptions and those of others who take a categorical view of language, 
specifically exploring the language varieties of the Ryukyu Islands. Meanwhile, before 
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doing so, I would at least like to acknowledge Makoni and Pennycook’s (2007) observa-
tions with regard to the counterproductive practice of counting languages, as well as 
the work of Alinei (n.d.), and others in drawing attention to problems relating to neo-
Darwinism and catastrophe theory in conventional approaches to historical linguistics 
and the enumeration of languages.
4.	See inter-alia Davies (2007), Evans (2003) and Nash (1980).
5.	The UNESCO atlas identifies six distinct languages within the Ryukyu Islands, though 
see note two on Makoni and Pennycook’s well-grounded scepticism regarding the mer-
its of linguistic enumeration. The atlas classifies four of these as definitely endangered 
(Amami, Kunigami, Okinawan, and Miyako), a term defined in the key as “children no 
longer learn the language as mother tongue in the home.” The other two – Yaeyama 
and Yonaguni – are placed in the more extreme category of severely endangered, 
referring to languages which are spoken by grandparents and older generations and 
possibly understood by parents who do not use it as a means of communication among 
themselves or with their children. Even this claim seems modest, as, with few excep-
tions, the definition of critically endangered: “the youngest speakers are grandparents 
and older, and they speak the language partially and infrequently” seems increasingly 
applicable. The situation in the Ryukyu archipelago is also analogous with an inter-
mediate position between the final two stages of language loss proposed by Fishman, 
Stage seven being, “Most users of X-ish are a socially and ethnolinguistically active 
population but they are beyond childbearing age” and Stage Eight being, “Most vesti-
gial users of X-ish are socially isolated old people, and X-ish needs to be reassembled 
from their mouths and memories and taught to demographically unconcentrated 
adults. Notwithstanding the efforts of academics and language activists in the Ryukyu 
chain, as Nettle and Romaine (2000:176) point out, in such circumstances, efforts to re-
vitalise languages, confront the situation described by Ellis and mac a’ Ghobhainn that 
even official status or language teaching in schools – both highly remote possibilities 
in Japan’s highly centralised polity – will not lead to language revitalisation, and that 
instead any given language can only be saved, “by its use (no matter how imperfect) by 
its introduction and use in every walk of life and at every conceivable opportunity until 
it becomes a natural thing, no longer laboured or false.” 
6.	See Lakoff and Johnson (1980) for examples.
7.	This parallel history evident in the origin of the word develop in opposition to envelop 
as a shared metaphorical process of opening. 
− 36−
References
Aitchison, J. (1991) Language change: progress or decay? UK: Cambridge University 
Press.
Alinei, M. (n.d.) Darwinism, traditional linguistics and the new Paleolithic Continuity 
Theory of language evolution. Retrieved from http://www.szabir.com/data/files/ 
File/125/darwinism_traditional_linguistics.pdf
Chamberlain, B. (1895) Essay in aid of a grammar and dictionary of the Luchuan lan-
guage. London: Kegan Paul.
Crystal, D. (1999, October 25) Death sentence. Guardian. Retrieved from http://www.
guardian.co.uk/theguardian/1999/oct/25/features11.g21 
Crystal, D. (2000). Language death. UK: Cambridge University Press.
Davies, E. (2007). From the margins to the centre: language sensitive practice and 
implications for social welfare in Wales. IAITH – The Welsh Centre for Language 
Planning. Retrieved online as stand alone PDF without URL. 
Diamond, J. (2005). Collapse: How societies choose to fail or succeed. US. Viking Penguin 
(cited from 2006 UK edition) 
Evans, J. (2003). O.M. Edwards and the Welsh Not. Cardiff: Gwasg y Dref Wen
Fill, A. (1998) “Ecolinguistics - State of the Art 1998.” In Fill, A. & Mühlhäusler, P. The 
ecolinguistics reader. London: Continuum
Fishman, J (1991) Reversing language shift: theoretical and empirical foundations of 
assistance to threatened languages. Cleveden: Multilingual Matters
Green, D. (1856) Report made to Commodore Perry on the medical topography and 
agriculture of the island of Lew Chew. In F. Hawks (Ed). Narrative of the expedi-
tion of an American squadron to the China Sea and Japan, performed in the years 
1852, 1853 and 1854 under the command of Commodore M.C. Perry, United States 
Navy, by order of the government of the United States. Washington, Congress of the 
United States.
Halliday, M. (1990) “New ways of meaning. The challenge to applied linguistics,” Journal 
of Applied Linguistics 6, 7-36.
Hawks, F. (Ed). (1854). Narrative of the expedition of an American squadron to the China 
Sea and Japan, performed in the years 1852, 1853 and 1854 under the command 
of Commodore M.C. Perry, United States Navy, by order of the government of the 
United States. Washington, Congress of the United States. 
Johnson, M. (1987). The body in the mind: the bodily basis of meaning, imagination and 
reason. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Lakoff, G. (1987). Women, fire and dangerous things.  Chicago: University of Chicago 
− 37−
Press.
Lakoff, G. & Johnson, M. (1980). Metaphors we live by. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 
Moseley, C. (ed.). (2012). Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger, 3rd edn. Paris, 
UNESCO Publishing. Online version. Retrieved from  http://www.unesco.org/
culture/en/endangeredlanguages/atlas
Nash, R. (1980) Schooling in rural societies: contemporary sociology of the school. London: 
Methuen. 
Simpson, P. (2006) Muddling metaphors: the case against the information processing 
model of linguistics and language acquisition. Journal of Foreign Languages, 
Okinawa International University. 9(2) 27-42.
Williams, R. (1977) Marxism and literature. Oxford: OUP.

